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Published: Tuesday, June 9, 1992
The Earth Summit, formally known as the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED), opened June 3 at the Riocentro convention center, 40 km. west of
downtown Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The conference is scheduled to continue through June 14. The
first UNCED took place in Stockholm 20 years ago. Officially, the number of delegates from about
180 countries is 10,000, and 7,000 journalists are covering the event. Approximately 115 heads of
state and government will be on hand for the final phase (June 11-14). The Global Forum, a parallel,
non-governmental conference, opened June 1 in Rio's Flamengo Park. Organizations represented
at the Forum ranged from an Esperanto Association to Friends of the Earth. Participants were
estimated at 12,000. After 2-1/2 years of preparation, delegates at the Earth Summit were expected
to sign or review the documents described below. * Biodiversity Convention to preserve the Earth's
variety of plant and animal species. At least 30 countries must sign so that the agreement becomes
international law. No amendments are possible in Rio. Nations have until xxx June 19, 1993, to sign.
The current working version of the biodiversity treaty was hammered out by representatives of 98
countries two weeks ago in Nairobi. Signatories agree to create new biological reserves, promote
ecosystem conservation, design programs to preserve biological life in all its forms, and restore
damaged habitats. The treaty also calls for cooperation in the development and implementation of
projects, as well as renewed efforts to compile inventories, and protect the planet's flora and fauna.
Such efforts, especially in tropical rainforests, could lead to the discovery of new and important
drugs. The convention also calls for industrialized countries to compensate developing nations
for natural resources used in patented manufactures. Finally, the treaty states that developing
countries are not obligated to preserve their natural resources unless they receive foreign aid.
During the negotiations over the treaty, developing nation representatives complained that they
have received little or no benefits from medical discoveries based on their natural resources.
Whereas industrialized countries possess the technology to exploit natural resources, most of these
resources are in developing countries. The US has been extremely critical of the treaty, saying that
it establishes few environmental requirements for developing nations, opens the door to inefficient
management of funds or too much control over funding decisions by developing nations , and offers
little protection for the US biotechnology industry. * Convention to protect the Earth's climate. The
treaty encourages, but does not require, reductions in carbon dioxide emissions to combat global
warming. Approval is required by at least 50 nations. Changes are not possible at the Earth Summit.
* Agenda 21, a 900-page document prepared by the UN, lists 115 action programs aimed at achieving
sustainable development by the next century. Over 350 paragraphs are to be reviewed in Rio, 150 of
them applying to questions of financing. According to experts, the Agenda 21 action programs will
mean billions more dollars in funding. Maurice Strong, chief UN organizer for the Earth Summit,
estimated that US$125 billion will have to come from developed countries every year through 2000
to help clean up and protect the environment. The amount is equal to an average 0.7% of developed
countries' GDP. Official development aid by the US and Britain comes to 0.21% and 0.25% of
GDP, respectively. The US, which opposes mandatory aid, had a clause written into Agenda 21
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exempting it from the 0.7% contribution. At present, development aid from the North Organization
of Economic Development Cooperation and Development (OECD) nations to the Third World
totals US$55 billion per year. Thus, meeting the UN target would require another US$70 billion per
annum. Strong insists that the South (developing nations) would have to make the biggest funding
effort, since they are the principal concerned parties in building the "new world order." He said the
annual share for developing nations would be about US$500 billion per year. Critics say this figure
is unrealistic. While some of the more advanced developing countries would be able to restructure
budgets by, for example, cutting back on military spending, others are strangled by foreign debt
service payments. Debt service paid to the North (developed countries) totals about US$50 billion
per year. Developing nation governments are pushing for greater financial aid from the North. The
North is blamed as the principal culprit for the world's environmental problems. Some developing
countries have proposed creating a "Green Fund," which would focus exclusively on environmental
programs on a local or regional level. Many OECD countries have rejected the idea, saying there is
no need for any new structure since the existing Global Environment Facility (GEF) would suffice.
In 1990, at the initiative of France and Germany, the GEF was set up as a three-year pilot program.
The World Bank administers GEF, while the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the UN
Environment Programme (UNEP) cooperate in technical and scientific aspects, respectively. At
year-end 1991, pledged contributions to the GEF totaled US$1.3 billion. The fund aims at helping
developing countries solely with problems involving the global environment, ranging from the socalled "greenhouse effect" to damage to the ozone layer, oceanic pollution, and protection of animal
and plant species threatened with extinction. To the present, 83% of GEF financing has gone to
projects related to reducing global warming, and maintaining biodiversity. The only water project
approved thus far was earmarked for the Danube. Developing nation governments are reluctant to
support the GEF. Environmentalists accuse the World Bank of having ignored the impact on local
ecosystems of loans financing development projects throughout the Third World. GEF priorities
are described as North rather than South concerns. In addition, Third World government officials
have criticized the GEF for the absence of democratic procedures and "transparency" in project
approval. At a meeting in late April which took place in Washington, representatives of over 30
industrialized and developing nations reached a draft agreement on restructuring the GEF. In
addition to the four global environmental concerns, the GEF will also finance projects to curb
desertification and deforestation, as well as national priority programs which fall under efforts to
achieve sustainable development defined in Agenda 21. Next, GEF management is to become more
transparent via mandatory reports to donors and beneficiaries, and participation by all nations.
The meeting in Washington also helped to conclude negotiations on the global warming and
biodiversity conventions. The GEF was designated as the "interim mechanism" for channeling
financial resources under both treaties. In the weeks prior to the Earth Summit, Germany indicated
interest in trebling its contribution to the GEF to a total US$450 million. The US pledged only US
$50 million. Japan was expected to announce a substantial contribution to the GEF during the Earth
Summit. Developed nations are expected to donate US$3 billion per year to the fund. To facilitate
participation of developing nations in GEF, higher-income Third World nations (e.g., Brazil, China,
Egypt, India, Indonesia, Mexico and Morocco) are requested to provide a minimum donation of
US$4 million. The minimum donation for lesser developed countries (the world's poorest nations)
would be US$2 million. The contributions are to be payable over an eight-year period. Several
other options to provide the necessary funding for Agenda 21 action plans are under consideration,
including taxes on the use of the world's "common resources," reduction or write-off of developing
nations' foreign debt, diverting military spending, and increasing bilateral public and private aid. *
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Declaration on the basic principles of environmentally benign forest management. * Declaration on
technology transfer, or mechanisms to transfer so-called "clean" technologies for producing energy
and reducing pollution to countries that are not able to pay for them. Such transfers would take
place via concessionary loans. * Agreement on principles of reducing ocean pollution, or improved
means of managing marine ecosystems. * Statement of principles on population control, including
measures to stabilize population growth in developing nations. * "Earth Charter" or Rio Declaration,
a statement of principles on environmentally responsible economic development. The declaration
contains guidelines on standards and strategies to promote development that meet the needs of
the present without compromising the future. [See Chronicle 06/04/92 for copy of draft principles
released by the UN on April 4.]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

